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Since the late 1960s, indigenous theatre has flourished throughout the Pacific Islands. 
The development of Pacific Island plays, staged primarily for residents rather than 
tourists, dealing mainly with local issues, and tied frequently to the wider pursuit 
of political self-determination and social parity, is coeval with the broader process 
of decolonization in the region. Commentators on recent Pacific Island theatre have 
tended to characterize indigenous theatrical representation as a postcolonial and 
counter-discursive phenomenon, premised on the assumption that the activity of 
producing plays arises from the influences of colonial culture and education. The 
corpus of contemporary Pacific Island work is, like similar postcolonial projects else-
where, read as a particular genre of intercultural theatre that syncretizes indigenous 
performance forms with (typically) Western theatrical frameworks in diverse ways. 
As an appropriation of Western models of theatre by the colonized, the perspective, 
agenda, and composition of such plays are commonly seen to avoid the charges of 
potentially exploitative borrowing and recontextualization that have been leveled at 
certain Euro-American exponents of intercultural theatre.1 Nevertheless, the notion that 
the “theatrical framework” itself is a foreign contribution is largely taken for granted. 
While this is true of written drama, because Pacific Island cultures are based in oral 
traditions, the argument is often applied to the diverse enterprise of play production 
more generally. Thus, while scholars acknowledge the rich performance conventions 
of Pacific cultures, the emphasis is usually upon song, dance, storytelling, puppetry,2 
playing musical instruments, religious ceremony, oratory, displays of combat skills, or 
clowning and improvised sketches that, despite having theatrical elements, are distin-
guished from the process of “putting on a play,” which is not considered part of the 
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1 See Christopher Balme, Decolonizing the Stage: Theatrical Syncretism and Post-colonial Drama (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1999), 17. 
2 Although puppet performance is a theatrical genre, with documented examples from the indigenous 
repertoires of Aotearoa New Zealand, the Cook Islands, and Hawai‘i, I am deliberately distinguishing 
the manipulation of puppets from the sort of embodied performance under discussion here. 
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traditional cultural repertoire. As Kathy Foley contends, for instance, “a combination 
of music, dance and poetry and improvised comic skits are, traditionally, significant 
arts—rather than theatrical pieces in which actors portray another persona in an ex-
tended narrative.”3
The research for this essay4 was motivated by the desire to interrogate this supposi-
tion. Is it really the case that there is no evidence of “play production” (however locally 
manifested, defined, or understood) in the pre-colonial archive? What might be the 
implications of a heretofore unacknowledged archive for our understanding of Pacific 
theatre history, and what might it mean for our reading of contemporary work? What 
new work, subsequently, might be inspired by this archive? Such information would 
add to our understanding of the diversity of indigenous Pacific Island performance 
traditions, and would revise regional performance genealogies, as well as prompting 
a rethinking of the nature and potential of intercultural Pacific theatre in the present. 
As Diane Aoki argues, the possibility of early drama is “essential to the study of the 
development of theatre in the Pacific, particularly when the common belief is that there 
is no indigenous Pacific theatre. Further research needs to be done to document this 
argument and to provide evidence to the contrary if such evidence exists.”5 
Significantly, extensive research into available early records does indeed suggest a 
varied though distinguishable genre of indigenous performance once found in certain 
Pacific sites, with key characteristics in common with “plays” in the general Western 
sense. Whereas these staged performances differed throughout the region in their 
form, style, language, and cultural context, they were typified by their representa-
tional format, employing plot, embodied characterization, spoken or sung dialogue, 
costumes, props and/or sets, and sometimes incorporating song or dance to supple-
ment the action. These works treated social affairs and historical events and served 
educative, commemorative, political, and religious purposes, as well as providing 
entertainment. Specific evidence for this argument is drawn from my comprehensive 
survey of primary source materials from the late eighteenth to mid-nineteenth centu-
ries, comprising eyewitness accounts by early European and American missionaries, 
traders, whalers, military personnel, mutineers, beachcombers, scientists, and explor-
ers in the Pacific. Notably, although the indigenous performances were independent 
of, and distinct from, Western play forms, they were readily recognizable to Western 
spectators as “plays,” “theatre,” or “drama,” in comparison to the other performance 
styles the visitors witnessed. In many cases, these observers were the first foreigners 
to spend appreciable time in Pacific Island societies and document cultural customs 
before the irrevocable changes wrought by colonial intervention. Consequently, their 
accounts are often the only existing ethnographic records of the pre-colonial Pacific 
3 Kathy Foley, “Oceania,” in The Cambridge Guide to Asian Theatre, ed. James Brandon (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1993), 203. 
4 In pursuing this research, I have been grateful for the assistance of staff members at the Carl A. 
Kroch Library (Rare and Manuscript Collections), Cornell University; the Huntington Library, San 
Marino, California; the Hamilton Pacific Collection at the University of Hawai‘i, Mānoa; the Alexander 
Turnbull Library, Wellington, New Zealand; the Macmillan Brown Centre for Pacific Studies at the 
University of Canterbury, Christchurch, New Zealand; and the National Library of Australia. Special 
thanks are due to readers who commented on earlier drafts of this article, especially Theatre Journal’s 
two anonymous reviewers who provided invaluable feedback. 
5 Diane Aoki, “A Bibliography of Plays By and About Pacific Islanders,” Mana 9, no. 2 (1992): 81–82. 
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and supply vital information about theatre histories and social practices that would 
otherwise have been forgotten.
Turning to the written historical record (in the absence of indigenous oral records) 
to identify and examine a series of long-obscured cultural performances, however, 
poses a set of practical and epistemic challenges. In addition to the ephemerality of 
the performance event being compounded by time, cultural change, and the medium 
of transmission, only one full script (transcribed by a European missionary) is known 
to exist in the proto-colonial archive; the remaining evidence consists of spectators’ 
observations. The majority of these are tantalizing fragments—a sentence or two here 
and there in journals, reports, and memoirs—and only a small number of performances 
are documented in sufficient detail to allow for insightful analysis. Perhaps most press-
ingly, as other Pacific scholars have also noted, there are no texts or source materials 
from the period that adequately represent indigenous viewpoints on this topic; those 
records that do survive are inevitably mediated by the perspectives of foreigners 
often unfamiliar with the language and culture of their hosts, and filtering their data 
through a variety of interpretive structures derived from their personal backgrounds 
(including the use of ambiguous and contradictory vocabulary to describe the events 
they experienced).6 As written documents, such records inscribe their own forms of 
authority and erasure, forming part of a “scriptural economy”7 that in most cases 
operated in service of a broader colonial project.
The problem of cultural and hermeneutical bias is equally relevant to contemporary 
(Western) theatre scholars attempting to parse these layered enunciations, especially 
when the aim is to make a case for the validity of a previously disavowed performance 
culture on the grounds that it bears similarity to European conceptions of theatrical 
presentation. There is a danger, in any analysis of this sort, of falling into a recur-
sive feedback loop whereby the ostensibly affirmative approach serves implicitly to 
legitimate and reinforce existing restrictions and prejudices. What strategies are ap-
propriate for “reading” these performances? Which terms of description and analysis 
are apposite?8 Is it possible to read them effectively without, on the one hand, eliding 
them with Western models of theatrical practice as the archival sources do; or, on the 
other, relegating historical non-Western cultures to a space of irreconcilable alterity? 
How might one resist polarizing frameworks and maintain the play of sameness and 
difference in the historiographic process of cross-cultural interpretation? 
6 See, for example, Douglas Oliver, Ancient Tahitian Society, vol. 1 (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i 
Press, 1974), 5. 
7 Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984), 131ff.
8 Maryrose Casey also engages this semantic problem in her study of early indigenous Australian 
performance practices. While she criticizes the exclusion of Aboriginal theatrical performance within 
Australian theatre historiography due to a priori assumptions about “theatre” that elide it with Euro-
pean cultural ownership, she evinces concern about how such practices should be incorporated and 
discussed, asking: “What does it mean to look at these public performances as theatre? . . . To just call 
it theatre risks erasing difference, at the very least erasing links to the sacred, community and place. 
The use of the term would, in effect, make these performances part of a norm that privileges European 
practice as originary” (138). Casey suggests the invention of less culturally loaded words to describe 
non-Western performance practices, as well as using terms that are culturally specific to the practices. 
See “Theatre or Corroboree, What’s In a Name? Framing Indigenous Australian 19th-Century Com-
mercial Performance Practices,” in Creating White Australia, ed. Jane Carey and Claire McLisky (Sydney: 
Sydney University Press, 2009), 123–39.
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While these tensions are not readily resolvable and the “actual” performances will 
always remain elusive, my approach to assessing the available evidence is to read 
the visitors’ acts of translation and evaluation as intercultural performances aimed at 
intercultural legibility, and to suggest a similar role for the indigenous performances 
themselves, foregrounding a mutual dynamic of articulation and interpretation within 
a context of cross-cultural encounter. Pacific historian greg Dening views the social 
rituals, mimetic behaviors, and reciprocal cultural transactions of early Islander-Visitor 
meetings as inherently theatrical,9 characterizing the proto-colonial Pacific as a theatrum 
mundi, “in which the nations of Europe and the Americas saw themselves acting out 
their scientific, humanistic selves. . . . It was a time of intensive theatre of the civilised to 
the native, but of even more intense theatre of the civilised to one another.” Alongside 
and within the “play within a play” that was “about world systems of power, about 
reifications of empire, about encompassing the globe, and hegemony,” the Islanders also 
had their “theatre”: namely, mimicking, mocking, or explaining the intruding strang-
ers, and recording the ambivalences of the occasion in a variety of social and aesthetic 
forms.10 The specific dramatic representations recounted in this essay enter the Western 
archive as particular components of this larger performative scenario: “plays” taking 
place within the complex “play within a play” of colonial encounter and negotiation. 
Accordingly, these performances are enfolded reflexively into an intercultural pro-
cess of inscription, produced out of what Dening terms an “ethnographic moment” 
arising from the interface between foreigner and Islander—a “space between cultures 
filled by interpretation, occasions of metaphorical understanding and translation.”11 
Construing the new and unknown in light of the old and already known, the eth-
nographic moment generates “a transformation of the Other into something whose 
form and continuity is determined by factors independent of the Other,” creating an 
invention that has a cultural life of its own.12 In the following discussion, my analysis 
of these dynamics involves paying as much critical attention to the people who re-
corded the performances, and the processes and circumstances of recording them, as 
the indigenous performances and performers themselves. I emphasize the ambiguities 
and performative accretions that characterize the historical record, and consider the 
various roles of embodied performance and archival documentation in the exchanges 
between Islander and visitor.
9 Dening is not the only scholar to take this approach, although his work since the early 1980s has 
been perhaps the most sustained and influential. In recent ethno-historical scholarship, the Pacific has 
become a proving ground for various performance theories focusing mainly on ritualized or mimetic 
behaviors, and reciprocal social performances in early cross-cultural contexts. See, for instance, the 
work of Anne Salmond, Two Worlds: First Meetings Between Maori and Europeans, 1642–1772 (Honolulu: 
University of Hawai‘i Press, 1991) and The Trial of the Cannibal Dog: The Remarkable Story of Captain Cook’s 
Encounters in the South Seas (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2003); Marshall Sahlins, Islands 
of History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1985) and How “Natives” Think: About Captain Cook, 
for Example (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995); and gananath Obeyesekere, The Apotheosis 
of Captain Cook: European Mythmaking in the Pacific (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1992). 
Theatre scholar Christopher Balme’s Pacific Performances: Theatricality and Cross-Cultural Encounter in the 
South Seas (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007) is an important related text as, building on Dening’s 
discursive prompts, it goes furthest in connecting broader performative cross-cultural transactions with 
a range of theatrical expressions, including stage performance. 
10 greg Dening, Performances (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996), 108–9.
11 Ibid., 195. 
12 Ibid., 196. 
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This essay, then, pursues two key objectives, one of which investigates the intercul-
turally mediated nature of the historical archive as I trace several early performances, 
while the other assesses the implications of these findings for the contemporary 
repertoire. First, the project contributes to existing critical discussions of pre-contact 
performing arts in Oceania, offering new examples and viewpoints to enrich the cur-
rent discourse.13 I discuss four pre-colonial Pacific Island performances, three from 
sites in central Polynesia and one from eastern Micronesia: Maititi Haere Mai (1774) 
from Ra‘iatea, one of the Leeward Society Islands in French Polynesia, observed dur-
ing British navigator James Cook’s second Pacific voyage; a performance I shall call 
Ormed Island Wedding (1824) described by german sea captain Otto von Kotzebue 
during his visit to Ormed Island on Wotje Atoll in the Ratak Chain, now part of the 
Republic of the Marshall Islands; and two others from islands currently covered by the 
jurisdiction of the Cook Islands: The Visitor’s Song, composed on Mangaia in 1780 and 
later transcribed by British missionary William Wyatt gill; and Theatrical Representa-
tion of Our Shipwreck, performed on Tongareva (Penrhyn Island) for American trader, 
castaway, and beachcomber E. H. Lamont in 1853. 
Maititi Haere Mai is an example of the acknowledged Polynesian sketch comedies, 
but I return to this archive to present new ways of thinking about how these works 
might have been described and understood by early European visitors, and to sug-
gest that these pieces were often more complex than has been granted. I then turn to 
the different styles represented by the other three works. Despite their geographical 
spread and temporal and formal variation, the four performances have thematic com-
monalities. Maititi Haere Mai involves a celebration and legitimation of a love match, 
whereas Ormed Island Wedding is a sung drama that deals with an instance of love 
fatally unrequited. In contrast, the subject matter of the two Cook Island works (one 
a musical play and the other a spoken drama) concerns the arrival, or attempted ar-
rival, of Western voyagers, and, in the case of both pieces, we have separate Western 
records of those same historical encounters. Although in their presentation, reception, 
and documentation all four performances are framed by contact between foreigner 
and Pacific Islander, the last two works make explicit these interactions, dramatizing 
and themselves exemplary of the mutual performative processes of construction and 
possession that characterized this key period of Western expansion into the Pacific. 
In the final section of this essay I return to the contemporary repertoire to tease out 
some of the possible consequences of this historical reconstruction, with a particular 
13 A number of performance genres are receiving renewed attention from scholars, but the chief 
scholar to focus on dramatic performance is Vilsoni Hereniko. In his study of Polynesian “clowning,” 
Hereniko has identified a wide variety of comic performances, both secular and sacred, which ranged 
from short, spontaneous episodes of interpersonal clowning to prepared comic sketches driven by a 
plot. See Hereniko, “Clowning as Political Commentary: Polynesia—Then and Now,” in Art and Perfor-
mance in Oceania, ed. Barry Craig, Bernie Kernot, and Christopher Anderson (Honolulu: University of 
Hawai‘i Press, 1999), 15–28, and Woven Gods: Female Clowns and Power in Rotuma (Honolulu: University 
of Hawai‘i Press, 1995). In addition, Caroline Sinavaiana has studied the fale aitu comic sketch form in 
Samoa; see her “Where the Spirits Laugh Last: Comic Theatre in Samoa,” in Clowning as Critical Practice: 
Performance Humor in the South Pacific, ed. William E. Mitchell (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh 
Press, 1992), 192–218. Sketch comedy, which Hereniko suggests may have evolved from dance, was 
probably very widespread throughout the pre-contact Pacific, but early evidence of it before sustained 
Western contact is limited. My study seeks to extend and develop the work in this general field by 
considering performances that have had little or no previous attention paid to them by theatre scholars.
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focus on artists who have actively turned to archival records for inspiration, reading 
the cross-cultural interactions of the past to stimulate alternative forms of intercultural 
theatrical engagement in the present. I suggest that the examples discussed below 
might contribute usefully to such ongoing projects, reconfiguring historiographies and 
engendering new forms of postcolonial cultural expression.
Maititi Haere Mai, Ra’iatea (1774)
The Leeward Society Islands are an archipelago of fourteen islands in central Poly-
nesia, of which Tahiti is the largest and most well-known. There is rich documentation 
of the cultures of the Society group from the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries, because Tahiti was a major port-of-call for Pacific exploration, trade, and 
colonial enterprise after the first European contact in 1767, and it was the island that 
resonated most profoundly in constructions of the Pacific in the European imaginary. 
Drawing from these primary sources, we learn that the drama of the Mā‘ohi (native 
Islanders of the entire Society group) took the form of comic sketches of varying degrees 
of complexity, usually rehearsed though augmented with extempore additions. The 
pieces incorporated acting, dialogue, and physical comedy and often interspersed song 
and dance. While space does not allow for a full discussion of the performances, it will 
suffice to say that early evidence is plentiful, recording various presentations on the 
islands of Tahiti, Ra‘iatea, and Huahine; indeed, in his detailed taxonomy of the arts 
and sciences of various Pacific cultures published in 1778, Johann Reinhold Forster (a 
naturalist on Captain Cook’s second Pacific voyage aboard the Resolution)14 includes 
an entire section on these “Dramatic Performances” of the Society Islanders, distin-
guished from other performing arts. Records reveal that the performances treated a 
variety of historical and contemporary social themes, including recent local wars, thefts, 
the vicissitudes of lovers, family trials, the activities of foreign visitors, and salutary 
moral stories representing the wayward deeds of members of the community. Forster 
approved especially of this last regulatory function, claiming that “the stage is there, 
the instructor of virtue, and censor of immorality and vice; in a sense by far more true 
than it is at present with the refined inhabitants of Europe.”15
Performance events ranged from informal in-house entertainments to more elaborate 
affairs in constructed theatres, in which the drama appeared in specially featured events 
or as entr’actes between dancing and singing as part of a larger public entertainment 
called a heiva. In discussions of early performance, a good deal of attention is paid to 
the arioi—a religious sect that worshipped the god ‘Oro (god of war and sacrifice) and 
traveled among islands and districts performing dances and satiric sketches.16 While 
the arioi were responsible for much of this entertainment, it is important to note that 
14 The British navigator Captain James Cook was the foremost figure of eighteenth-century Euro-
pean exploration in the Pacific. His three extensive voyages of discovery, undertaken over a ten-year 
period (Endeavour, 1769–71; Resolution and Adventure, 1772–75; Resolution and Discovery, 1776–79), were 
instrumental in developing Western conceptions of “the Pacific.” 
15 Johann Reinhold Forster, Observations Made During a Voyage Round the World, on Physical Geography, 
Natural History, and Ethic Philosophy (London, 1778), 475. 
16 For one of the most comprehensive presentations of early documents about the arioi, see Oliver, 
Ancient Tahitian Society, vol. 2, 913ff. 
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dramatic performances were not their exclusive privilege.17 In his anthropological 
study of ancient Tahitian society, Douglas Oliver explains that Mā‘ohi drama was gi-
ven at different times and in different settings and with varying degrees of formality, 
depending on the occasion and the availability of performers.18 The European visitors 
were usually invited to these entertainments as an extension of hospitality, but Cook’s 
observation that “we, our Ship and our Country they have frequently brought on 
the Stage”19 suggests that these events sometimes represented more than instances of 
shared social entertainment, and that the Islanders’ acts of characterizing the visitors, 
and presenting those characterizations to their guests, played a significant role in 
registering and assimilating the foreign presence. 
Similarly, the visitors’ records were acts of cross-cultural interpretation—ethnographic 
performances that undergirded the project of exploration and discovery. Early testimo-
nies show that in describing their experiences, the European visitors naturally drew 
from their own cultural repertoires, reading the Mā‘ohi drama as a primitive version 
of eighteenth-century English popular performance genres. The tendency was to label 
the heivas themselves as “plays” or “pantomimes”—entertainments in which, as with 
British pantomimes of the period, different types of performance were amalgamated 
within a single hybrid presentation—and consequently to read the acted components 
as “farces” or “interludes.” For example, as John Marra, one of the gunner’s mates 
aboard the Resolution, described them in 1775: “Their plays consist of three distinct 
modes of action; music, dancing, and farce,”20 with the farces “like the Venetian come-
dies” offering “something resembling the tricks of harlequin,”21 and “not inferior or 
unlike to the drolls at Bartholomew-Fair.”22
Whereas some of the Mā‘ohi interludes were simply brief skits, others were longer 
pieces and evidently more well-developed, provisioned, and rehearsed. Although 
Forster contends that, according to European tastes, the works are “by no means to be 
considered as performances which have any degree of perfection or excellence,”23 some 
of the accounts indicate performances that demonstrate sound narrative and character 
development, innovative comic approaches, and a keen perceptiveness about social 
17 James Cook provides support for this position with his comment that “[b]esides the Plays which 
the Chief now and then caused to be acted for our entertainment there were a Set of stroling Players 
in our Neghbourhood who acted every day, but they were all so much of a piece that we soon grew 
tired of them” (entry 29 May 1774, in Cook, The Journals of Captain James Cook on His Voyages of Disco-
very, vol. 2, ed. John Beaglehole [Cambridge: Hakluyt Society, 1955–74], 421). “Strolling players” was 
a common term of the period for the traveling arioi: see William Bligh, The Log of the Bounty, vol. 2 
(London: golden Cockerel Press, 1937), 34; William Ellis, Polynesian Researches (London, 1829), 315; M. 
Russell, Polynesia: Or, an Historical Account of the Principal Islands in the South Sea, Including New Zealand 
(Edinburgh, 1842), 84; and James Wilson, A Missionary Voyage to the Southern Pacific Ocean, Performed 
in the Years 1796, 1797, 1798, in the Ship Duff (London, 1799), 65. 
18 Oliver, Ancient Tahitian Society, vol. 1, 339–40. 
19 Cook, Journals, vol. 2, 421. 
20 John Marra, Journal of the Resolution’s Voyage, in 1772, 1773, 1774, and 1775 (London, 1775), 243. 
21 Ibid., 194.
22 Ibid., 243. Dating from the twelfth century, London’s Bartholomew Fair was originally held to 
celebrate the Feast of St. Bartholomew (24–25 August), but by the eighteenth century it had become a 
major event that ran for several weeks, featuring theatrical performances, sideshows, fights, musicians, 
natural curiosities, acrobats, and wild animals.
23 Forster, Observations, 465. 
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behavior and roles. This reexamination of the early literature suggests that Mā’ohi 
drama may have been more complex than the “skit” label allows for, tending in some 
cases (pace Foley) toward theatrical pieces, in which actors portrayed another persona 
in an extended narrative. One such drama that received particular attention from the 
European visitors was Maititi Haere Mai (which, in the context of the play’s action, 
could be translated either as “Welcome, child” or “Child, come here”), performed on 
at least two occasions in May 1774 on the island of Ra‘iatea, the second largest of the 
Society Islands, approximately 140 miles northwest of Tahiti. Maititi Haere Mai was 
seen during Cook’s second Pacific voyage by the captain himself and some of his 
supernumeraries—Forster; William Wales, the ship’s astronomer; and george Forster, 
ethnologist and travel writer—and it impressed the witnesses as a piece that was 
“more curious than all the rest.”24 given their rudimentary knowledge of Tahitian, 
the visitors’ descriptions necessarily place greatest emphasis on visual impressions, 
but their combined notes offer an illuminating amount of detail. There is no single 
comprehensive account of the piece, and this discussion reconstructs a composite from 
several spectator accounts published separately in the late eighteenth century. To my 
knowledge, this compilation offers the fullest documentation—albeit inevitably shift-
ing and fragmentary—of this early indigenous performance. 
Maititi Haere Mai was performed as part of a heiva overseen by Oreo, a Ra‘iatean 
chief, forming one of a series of dramatic interludes performed by an all-male cast 
in-between the “dramatic dances” performed by the women. Spectators for this par-
ticular heiva included “all ranks of people.”25 The event took place in a “theatre” or 
“play-house,” likely similar to the one george Forster earlier described in his journal 
as a space measuring 25 x 10 yards, carpeted with woven mats, and enclosed between 
two parallel houses—one large to accommodate the many spectators and the other 
small, containing a dressing room.26 The play itself was prefaced by some other new 
interludes, one concerning a Tahitian theft from one of Cook’s ships, and the other 
representing an invasion by the neighboring Bora-Bora people.
The play began in a conventional vein, with two lovers pursuing an affair. The 
girl’s father dislikes the young man and does not allow him to see his daughter, but 
the couple elope in the dead of night and the young woman duly becomes pregnant. 
The main part of the action involved a representation of the young woman in labor, 
the role of which, according to Wales, was “performed by a large brawny Man with a 
great black bushy beard [who] sat on the ground with his legs straight out, between 
the legs of another who sat behind him and held the labouring man’s back hard against 
his own breast. A large white Cloth was spread over both which was carefully kept 
24 george Forster, A Voyage Round the World, in His Britannic Majesty’s Sloop, Resolution, Commanded 
by Capt. James Cook, During the Years 1772, 3, 4, and 5, vol. 2 (London, 1777), 137. For a recent discus-
sion of this particular piece in the context of arioi performance, see Balme, Pacific Performances, 81–82.
25 george Forster, A Voyage Round the World, vol. 2, 137.
26 Ibid., vol. 1, 398–99. In his account of Tahiti completed in 1792, Bounty mutineer James Morrison 
offers a complementary description: “The Houses where they hold these Plays or Dances are in Com-
mon no other then a Shed Open at the Front and both ends, the Back part being screend in with Cocoa 
Nut leaves wove into a kind of Matting for the Purpose. The Back part generally forms one part of a 
Square which is raild in with a low railing, the Whole Square being laid with grass & the part they 
perform on laid with Matts. Without the railing, which is not more then a Foot High, sit or stand the 
Audience—they somtimes may act at the Houses of the Chief.” See Morrison, The Journal of James 
Morrison, Boatswain’s Mate of the Bounty (London: golden Cockerel Press, 1935), 224. 
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close down to the ground on every side by others who kneeled round them.”27 Wales 
reports that “[t]he farce was carried on for a considerable time with a great many 
wrigglings and twistings of the body, and Exclamations of [Aue! Aue! Aue to piria! 
(Oh dear! Push! Press!)].”28
The play’s comic twist came when the child was finally born: emerging from under the 
cloth was what Cook describes as “a thumping Boy near six feet high,”29 who escaped 
the midwife and “ran about the stage draging after him a large wisp of Straw which 
hung by a string from his middle”30—designed, explains Johann Forster, to represent 
“the placenta and long funis umbilicalis.”31 The surprising turn of events was followed by 
some broad comic business between mother and child, with the “He-mother straddling 
after, squeezing his breasts between his fingers and dabing them across the youngsters 
Chaps, & every now & then to heighten the relish of the entertainment mistooke and 
stroaked them up his backside.”32 Cook observes that on a subsequent viewing of the 
play, “the moment they got hold of the fellow, who represented the Child they flate-
ned or pressed his Nose; from this I judged that they do so by their Children when 
born, which may be the reason why all in general have flat noses.”33 Once the child 
was finally caught, the play concluded happily: “The girls father upon seeing the 
cleverness of his grandson, is at last reconciled to his son-in-law.”34 Cook recalls that 
“[t]his part of the play, what from the newness of the thing and the ludicrous manner 
it was acted gave us, the first time we saw it, some entertainment and caused a loud 
laugh.”35 Wales considered the piece to have been “conducted with decency enough 
for a Male Audience,”36 but notes that the Ra‘iatean women watching the show “sat 
with as demure a gravity as Judges are said to do when hearing baudy Causes.”37
Although a contemporary extrapolation of European interpretations cannot ascertain 
the specific meanings engendered by Maititi Haere Mai in its original cross-cultural con-
text, it is possible to advance some preliminary suppositions about the dramaturgical 
strategies and social functions of Tahitian comic performance. Aside from its evident 
entertainment value, the play encodes moral messages and critical social commentary, 
its creative conflict resolution providing a good example of the simultaneously trans-
gressive and normative nature of comedy. The play derives its humor from mimicry, 
caricature, exaggeration, and reversal in terms of gender (male mother) and age (adult 
baby), as well as the general reversal of fortunes of the girl (sadness to happiness, 
27 William Wales, in Cook, Journals, vol. 2, appendix 5, 842 (emphasis in original). 
28 Ibid. 
29 Cook, Journals, vol. 2, 420.
30 Ibid., footnote.
31 Johann Forster, Observations, 472 (emphasis in original).
32 Wales, in Cook, Journals, vol. 2, appendix 5, 842. 
33 Cook, Journals, vol. 2, 420, footnote. There is further evidence for this observation in Tahiti and 
elsewhere in Polynesia. For example, Ellis writes in Polynesian Researches that “[t]he Tahitian parents 
and nurses were careful in observing the features of the countenance, and the shape of the child’s 
head, during the period of infancy, and often pressed or spread out the nostrils of the females, as a flat 
nose was considered by them a mark of beauty” (343). Boys underwent similar treatment and more 
head-shaping to give them a warrior-like aspect. 
34 Johann Forster, Observations, 472. 
35 Cook, Journals, vol. 2, 420, footnote.
36 Wales, in Cook, Journals, vol. 2, appendix 5, 842. 
37 Ibid., 842–43. 
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shame to pride) that accompanies the comic structure, allowing for an inversion of 
societal norms and the exploration of an alternative world within the frame of play. 
Through these comic techniques, the performance functions as a tool for making sense 
of human social experience, enacting social lessons for a broad cross-section of the 
community. Maititi Haere Mai reflects with a degree of honesty the outcome of sexual 
intercourse (secrets cannot be kept, labor is painful), but legitimates the choices of the 
lovers through the fine son that comes from the union, leading to the (grand)father’s 
capitulation. 
This resolution demonstrates the play’s use of clowning techniques to critique 
authority figures—here, the “foolish father” figure, a theme also found in Samoan fale 
aitu sketch comedy.38 As Vilsoni Hereniko argues, in Polynesia, such performances 
functioned as “avenues through which society inspected itself and commented upon 
its rules and regulations, and the ways in which the imposition of structure and hie-
rarchy constrained and stifled creativity and individual expression.”39 At the same 
time, the play also works to reinforce normative outcomes: the conflict is only resol-
ved by producing a strong son who brings prestige to the family’s male line—a child 
whose transgressive behavior is quickly checked and who is incorporated formally 
into his society through the enactment of conventional customs, restoring order to the 
community. Overall, the archival remnants of Maititi Haere Mai suggest an observant, 
well-developed performance that connected pedagogy and aesthetic entertainment to 
a range of significant social issues, while pointing simultaneously to some of the ways 
that indigenous theatrical performance and its reception functioned as part of mutual 
attempts at intercultural understanding.
From the turn of the nineteenth century, Christianity and colonialism compromised 
the efficacy and, ultimately, the survival of Mā‘ohi drama. The European missionaries’ 
anti-theatrical, pro-Christian drive to abolish the arioi and Tahitian religion had impli-
cations for all aspects of Mā‘ohi society. Writing as early as 1829, missionary William 
Ellis remarked: “With the ancient idolatry of the people, their music, their dances, 
and the whole circle of their amusements, had been so intimately blended, that the 
one could not survive the other. When the former was abolished, the latter were also 
discontinued.”40 Although the heiva exists in a considerably altered modern form, it 
has been almost two centuries since Mā‘ohi dramatic presentations were in popular 
practice in the Society Islands. 
Ormed Island Wedding, Wotje Atoll (1824) 
The Marshall Islands are the easternmost island group in Micronesia, comprising 
some 1,225 islands and islets in two parallel chains of coral atolls: Ratak (Sunrise) to 
the east, and Ralik (Sunset) to the west. The Marshallese performance (which remains 
untitled in European records, but for which I am using the placeholder Ormed Island 
Wedding) is included here for topical and geographical contrast to the comic satires 
38 Sinavaiana, “Where the Spirits Laugh Last,” 204–6. The authoritarian yet ridiculous father figure 
who opposes his daughter’s love match has, of course, also been a recurrent trope in the Western 
dramatic tradition since late greek and Roman comedy, and he was certainly a stock character of 
British pantomime of the period. 
39 Hereniko, “Clowning as Political Commentary,” 15.
40 Ellis, Polynesian Researches, 281. 
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from Polynesia, while providing evidence for the production of indigenous theatrical 
performances across a broader region of the Pacific. The Micronesian islands were 
much less frequented by early explorers than those of Polynesia, and so occupied a 
more peripheral position in Western colonial discourse on the Pacific. The account of 
Ormed Island Wedding was recorded by Otto von Kotzebue, a german navigator who 
commanded two Russian expeditions to the Pacific aboard the Rurik and the Enterprise 
in the early nineteenth century. Von Kotzebue was not the first European to visit and 
trade with the Islanders, but he was one of the first to spend significant time on the 
islands and to conduct ethnographic research as part of a scientific mission to explore 
lesser-known Pacific regions, spending several months in the Marshalls in 1816 and 
1817. Analysis of von Kotzebue’s journals reveals that this particular performance was 
witnessed during his brief follow-up visit to the Ratak chain in late April and early 
May 1824 while en route to the Kamchatka Peninsula in Eastern Siberia with a load 
of cargo and consignment of Russian troop reinforcements.41 During this period, von 
Kotzebue observed several theatrical performances on “Otdia” (Wotje) Island and 
Ormed (Wormej) Island, both on Wotje Atoll—an atoll comprising seventy-five small, 
low-lying islands around a central lagoon. 
Von Kotzebue’s descriptions of the Marshall Islanders, while detailed and sensitive, 
are also romanticized and appear to be motivated partly by a desire to locate the “noble 
savage” in an innocent and carefree state, especially given that by the 1820s Tahiti had 
been strongly influenced by missionary teachings and thus no longer had that same 
cachet. Indeed, writing about Tahiti, which he also visited, von Kotzebue confirms that 
“[n]o music but that of the psalms is suffered in Tahaiti: dancing, mock-fights, and 
dramatic representations are no longer permitted. Every pleasure is punished as a sin, 
among a people whom Nature destined to the most cheerful enjoyment.”42 Von Kotze-
bue seems to have been invested in showing that the Ratak Islanders were superior to 
the Tahitians in this regard, concluding his first volume with the statement that “upon 
perfect conviction, I give a decided preference to the Radackers over the inhabitants 
of Tahaiti.”43 Von Kotzebue had read about the plays performed by the Mā’ohi in the 
accounts published by previous explorers, but laments that for the observers’ want 
of the language, “they have been very imperfectly described to us.”44 Although von 
Kotzebue was subject to most of the same limitations as earlier commentators, he had 
an obvious predilection for dramatic entertainments—perhaps derived from his sin-
gular background as the son of August von Kotzebue, one of Europe’s most prolific 
and celebrated dramatists of the period45—and brought this interest and knowledge of 
drama to his ethnography, seeking to provide more detailed descriptions of the perfor-
41 Von Kotzebue’s account of his second journey was originally published in german as Neue Reise 
um die Welt in den Jahren 1823, 24, 25, und 26, 2 vols. (Weimar, 1830). The English translation used 
here is taken from the widely circulated edition of the same year, A New Voyage Round the World, in 
the Years 1823, 24, 25, and 26, 2 vols. (London, 1830). Space does not allow for parallel reproduction 
of the german text, but I refer to it where necessary to offer comparisons and clarification of certain 
descriptions and definitions. 
42 Von Kotzebue, New Voyage, vol. 1, 172. 
43 Ibid., 341. 
44 Ibid., 144. 
45 Notably, two of August von Kotzebue’s plays have Pacific themes or settings (however fanciful): 
Brother Moritz, the Eccentric, or the Colony for the Palau Islands (1791), and La Perouse (1795). For a discus-
sion of the latter, see Balme, Pacific Performances, 61–67.
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mances he experienced, including the works exhibited by the cultures he encountered 
and the shipboard plays devised and performed by his own men.46
According to von Kotzebue, Ormed Island Wedding belonged to a genre of performance 
known to the Ratak Islanders as an eb, with a narrative plot, sustained characteriza-
tion, sung dialogue and narration, musical accompaniment, costumes, and props.47 
The various examples he cites suggest that these works (as elsewhere) were staged for 
entertainment, but they also treated social and historical events in order to preserve 
this information as part of a rich oral tradition passing knowledge on to succeeding 
generations.48 Two examples were witnessed on Otdia Island, administered by Rarik, a 
local chief. One included a celebration of the European visitors aboard the Rurik during 
the first expedition eight years before,49 while the other concerned a successful war on 
the nearby “Mediuro” (Majuro) Atoll—a victory that, as historian Francis Hezel has 
noted, was made possible by von Kotzebue’s gift of metal hatchets during his first 
visit50—with the women cataloging the deeds of the warriors, as the men represented 
the actions of the combatants in a dramatic dance with weapons.51 
Ormed Island Wedding was performed on 3 May 1824 on Ormed Island, approxima-
tely ten miles northwest of Wotje on the atoll, and was acclaimed by von Kotzebue as 
“one of the best52 representations I have seen in Radack.”53 The principal performer 
was an elderly man called Langediu, a tamon (chief, commander) of Ormed, who, von 
Kotzebue recalls, “astonished me by the animation of his action and singing,”54 and the 
supporting cast comprised four generations of Langediu’s extended family. Set during 
a marriage ceremony, the subject of the “tragedy”55 was a young woman who is forced 
to accept a husband she does not love and who chooses to die rather than to have him. 
The role of the bride was played by a “handsome young woman,”56 and von Kotzebue 
surmises that “[p]erhaps the reason of old Langediu’s playing the part of the lover 
might be, to give more probability to the young bride’s objections and resolution.”57
46 See, for example, von Kotzebue, New Voyage (vol. 1, 105), in which he describes a play developed 
by his men, with a theatre, orchestra, and playbills, interrupted by the (unrelated) death of a crew 
member; and his Voyage of Discovery into the South Sea and Beering’s Straits (London, 1821), in which he 
recounts the onboard performance of the Peasant’s Marriage, a play composed and acted by the men, 
concluding with a ballet (vol. 1, 112). 
47 In Neue Reise, von Kotzebue describes this genre as a “dramatischen vorstellung” (dramatic per-
formance) (vol. 1, 182), and “eine mimische Darstellung mit gesang” (a pantomimic representation 
with singing) (vol. 1, 172). The English translation supplies “artless opera” (New Voyage, vol. 1, 311) for 
the latter—a more culturally loaded definition than von Kotzebue’s original. The german quotations 
follow the spelling and capitalization conventions of the early nineteenth-century text. 
48 Von Kotzebue, New Voyage, vol. 1, 311. 
49 Ibid.
50 Francis Hezel, First Taint of Colonization: A History of the Caroline and Marshall Islands in Pre-Colonial 
Days, 1521–1885 (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 1983), 94. 
51 Von Kotzebue, New Voyage, vol. 1, 321. 
52 For “best representations,” the german text supplies “vollstandigen dramatischen vorstellung” 
(complete dramatic performance) (Neue Reise, vol. 1, 182), which suggests that von Kotzebue was im-
pressed with the piece on account of its comprehensive and polished construction and execution. The 
german passage recording this performance can be found in Neue Reise, vol. 1, 182–83. 
53 Von Kotzebue, New Voyage, vol. 1, 328. 
54 Ibid., 327. 
55 Ibid., 328. In german, “trauerspiel” (Neue Reise, vol. 1, 183).
56 Von Kotzebue, New Voyage, vol. 1, 328.
57 Ibid., 329–30. 
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The performance involved twenty-six actors—thirteen men and thirteen women—
and took place on an area of smooth turf near the family home. The whole party was 
elegantly adorned with garlands of flowers about the head, and the women wore 
extra garlands on their bodies. The Bride and groom were situated in the middle of 
a circular playing-area demarcated by twenty seated actors in two facing semicircles, 
each comprising ten men and ten women, with a six-foot gap at both ends. In each 
of these spaces sat an old woman with a wooden hour-glass-shaped drum fashioned 
from the hollow trunk of a tree and covered at both ends with sharkskin, which she 
held under her arm and struck with the palm of her hand. The two old women were 
accompanied by two men who stood slightly outside the circle bearing “muscle horns.”58 
Von Kotzebue tells us that the Bride and groom began the performance by sitting 
back-to-back in the circle, and then rose to enact their roles. He explains:
The hollow tones of [the] horns are the signal for a chorus performed by the whole company, 
with violent movements of the arms and gesticulations meant to be in consonance with 
the words. When this ceased, a duet from the pair in the middle was accompanied by the 
drums and horns only; Langediu fully equaling his young companion in animation. The 
chorus then began again, and this alternation was repeated several times, till the young 
songstress whose motions had been growing more and more vehement, suddenly fell down 
as dead. Langediu’s song then became lower and more plaintive: he bent over the body, 
and seemed to express the deepest sorrow; the whole circle joined in his lamentations, and 
the play concluded.59 
It is never made clear whether the events depicted in Ormed Island Wedding were based 
on fact, or whether the performance was fictional and staged simply for amusement. 
Of course, there is a limited extent to which we can theorize about this particular work 
given the scant written evidence, together with von Kotzebue’s obvious interpretive 
guesswork and his framing of ancient Marshallese society from his early nineteenth-
century germano-Baltic perspective. Further research into the eb is also made more dif-
ficult by a history of imperial intervention that marginalized indigenous performances, 
including significant social changes brought about by german, Japanese, and American 
colonialism and the loss of many Marshallese dialects. What is more certain is that 
there existed a dramatic art form that was an integral part of community life, featured 
a variety of artistic expressions (music, song, dance, acting), and had the capacity to 
impress spectators with the technical skill and emotional sensitivity of its performers. 
Accordingly, as with Maititi Haere Mai, the presentation of such performances within 
the frame of cross-cultural encounter, especially alongside similar performances that 
directly referenced the visitors’ activities and their implications, suggests that these 
displays also incorporated a similar function to von Kotzebue’s own attempts at in-
tercultural rapprochement and apprehension. 
In their presentation and documentation, the pieces discussed so far took place within 
an intercultural moment, poised in tension between a reflection of difference and a 
recognition of sameness. As Dening points out, the process of negotiating alterity is 
reciprocal: “Native and Stranger each possessed the other in their interpretations of the 
other. They possessed one another in an ethnographic moment that was transcribed into 
text and symbol. They each archived that text and symbol in their respective cultural 
institutions. . . . They entertained themselves with their histories of their encounter.”60 I 
58 Possibly a conch-shell horn (ibid., 329). 
59 Ibid. 
60 Dening, Performances, 167. 
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turn now to two performances from the Cook Islands that stage explicit experiences of 
cross-cultural encounter, offering self-reflexive responses to the already highly staged 
social rituals of discovery and possession. Although encapsulated within written re-
cords, these indigenous works draw attention to the role of embodied performance in 
registering, resisting, and reconfiguring such colonizing impulses, suggesting how—to 
follow Diana Taylor—the repertoire might exceed the constraints of the archive.61
Pe’e Manuiri (The Visitor’s Song), Mangaia (1780)
Mangaia and Penrhyn are two of the more remote islands in the Cook Islands group. 
Mangaia, the second largest and southernmost island, is a central volcanic plateau 
surrounded by a formidable 200-foot-high ring of cliffs of fossilized coral known as 
makatea. During the late eighteenth century, Mangaia had about 2,000 inhabitants, who 
were known for their fierce disposition and for the independence they maintained from 
other islands. The Mangaian performance is a pe’e manuiri, or visitor’s song, composed 
in about 1780 by a Mangaian warrior called Tioi and performed regularly as one of 
the items in an all-night entertainment called a kapa. The piece treats a brief event in 
the travels of the ubiquitous Captain Cook, dramatizing his arrival at, and attempted 
landing on, the island of Mangaia on 29–30 March 1777. Although Cook and his com-
patriots were often featured in Tahitian sketch comedies, The Visitor’s Song is the only 
known indigenous composition, in any genre, that allows us to observe the “discovery” 
of a Pacific island and a first encounter from a native viewpoint.62 The pe’e manuiri 
was first performed a few years after Cook’s visit, when a period of peace once again 
enabled the production of expensive and leisurely entertainments. Organized under 
the auspices of a chief named Poito, this event was religious, performed in honor of 
the shark-god Tiaio and the principal deity Tane.63 A unique example of a full text, the 
libretto was transcribed in Cook Islands Māori and English in 1872 by gill, a British 
missionary and folklorist resident on Mangaia between 1851 and 1873. In his book 
Historical Sketches of Savage Life in Polynesia (1880),64 gill included a section titled “The 
Drama of Cook,” in which he identified the work as a “pantomimic description”65 of 
Cook’s visit, and provided copious notes about the performance, compiled from the 
memories of those Mangaians who had performed or witnessed it previously. Notably, 
by the 1870s and after several decades of missionary presence, the genre represented 
by The Visitor’s Song was already historical, alive in cultural memory though no longer 
currently practiced. 
61 Diana Taylor, The Archive and the Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in the Americas (Durham, 
NC: Duke University Press, 2003).
62 Antony Alpers, Legends of the South Seas: The World of the Polynesians Seen Through Their Myths and 
Legends, Poetry and Art (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell, 1970), 353. 
63 William Wyatt gill, Historical Sketches of Savage Life in Polynesia: With Illustrative Clan Songs (Wel-
lington, New Zealand, 1880), 180–82. 
64 Page references in the text are from this original edition. The Visitor’s Song was reprinted in gill’s 
From Darkness to Light in Polynesia (London, 1894), 251–58, and was later republished—in English only 
and in a modified and modernized verse form—as The Coming of Tute/Visitor’s Song in Alpers’s Legends 
of the South Seas, 353–61; and republished once again in a simplified form suitable for a children’s 
play, Cook Arrives in Mangaia, in Bernard gadd’s anthology, Pacific Voices (Albany, NY: Stockton Press, 
1977), 56–58. 
65 gill, Historical Sketches, 180. 
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The factual events that form the basis of The Visitor’s Song were recorded in Man-
gaian oral tradition and by Cook’s entourage in their written journals.66 Cook arrived, 
but was unable to land, as he writes, “on account of a great surf which broke every 
where with great fury against the shore or the reef which guards the Coast,” and the 
fearsome men who came “out of the woods upon the reef to oppose (as we thought) 
our landing, for they were all armed with long pikes or clubs which they brandished 
in the air with signs of threatening.”67 However, both British and Mangaian histories 
explain that a young Mangaian warrior-chief named Mourua paddled out to the 
Resolution, received a knife, axe, and other trinkets and had his portrait sketched. Via 
Cook’s Tahitian translator Mai (the famous “Omai,” on his way home to Tahiti after 
having spent two years in England),68 Mourua learned that “Tute” (Cook) was in charge 
of the vessel and that “Beretane” was his homeland, but understood Mai to be the 
co-owner of the ship. Significantly, gill notes that “[i]t is interesting to find that the 
name ‘Beretane,ʹ or ‘Britain,ʹ was enshrined in the native dialect long before the first 
preachers of the gospel had set foot on any of these islands.”69 
The Visitor’s Song featured an all-male cast and took place in a special performance 
area under a canopy of plaited coconut leaves, surrounded by people holding flam-
beaux. The words of the play were chanted in a call-and-response structure between 
a soloist on an elevated platform and a chorus. The performance followed a loose 
narrative development and incorporated dancing and the use of props, as well as 
synchronized mimetic actions and special speech styles to portray particular characters. 
In dramatizing and coming to terms with this first encounter, the piece begins by con-
textualizing the arrival of the British by referencing a former foreign visitor to Mangaia 
called Tamaeu, from the neighboring island of Aitutaki, who was reportedly the only 
previous foreigner to visit Mangaia and survive. The play then enacts the Mangaians’ 
reactions to the arrival of Cook’s ship: first, their desire to attack and destroy it—at 
which point, gill says, “a mimic attack was made with real spears upon imaginary 
invaders”70—then a more friendly acknowledgment of the visitors, identified by name, 
and the Mangaians’ responses to the strangeness of the foreigners.
The Visitor’s Song addresses the particular grotesquerie of the visitors afforded by 
their combination of similarity and difference, as well as by the incongruity between 
the foreigners’ perceived supernatural qualities and their hopeless naiveté. The per-
formance provides a parody of Cook and his British sailors, making fun of their lack 
of facility in negotiating the environment and the language. The chorus uses falsetto 
to highlight and mimic the speech of the British, which was unintelligible to them; 
the recurrent refrain in Cook Islands Māori, “Ouaraurauae,” is a characterization of 
the “nonsense talk” of the foreigners and offers an intriguing counter-example to the 
depictions of the “gibberish” of the “savages” often represented in early Western colo-
nial traditions. In complement, the Mangaian performers also offer an imitation of the 
English-speaking Cook’s repeated appeals to Mai as translator (“Maīo! Maīo!” [Mai! 
66 See especially Cook, Journals, vol. 3.1, 78–81; and William Anderson (surgeon and naturalist on the 
Resolution), in Cook, Journals, vol. 3.2, 826–28.
67 Ibid., vol. 3.1, 78. 
68 “Omai” is an English misunderstanding of Mai’s name, “o” being the nominative particle. His 
name was rendered correctly by Mourua. 
69 gill, Historical Sketches, 185. 
70 Ibid., 183. 
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Mai!]).71 Verbal mimicry was complemented with physical action. Recalling his attempts 
to land on Mangaia, Cook writes in his journal: “Omai who was with me was ordered 
to ask him [Mourua] where we could land, and he directed us to two places, but I saw 
with regret there was no landing at either unless at the risk of having our boats filled 
with water or staved to pieces.”72 A short scene provides a comic reenactment of this 
incident, parodying the sailors’ confusion at the contradictory directions (“Nako! Nako! / 
Iko! Iko!” [This way! This way! / No; that way, that way!])73 as they row backwards and 
forwards trying to reach a safe shore. “At this stage of the entertainment,” gill observes, 
“a mimic rowing takes place with the arms,”74 depicting the “backwards paddling” of 
the British that fascinated the Polynesians, who paddled facing forward in their vaka 
(canoes). After this satiric depiction of bungled British arrival attempts, the play ends 
with an acknowledgment of the novelty of the first encounter with Europeans: “E pai 
omurenga! / Auere toa!” (A people with white faces. / Unheard-of event!).75
The Visitor’s Song is, significantly, a commemoration of a failure of discovery—an 
enactment of the limits of European exploration in which the Islanders retain their 
autonomy. Although the islands would, ironically, one day bear Cook’s name (although 
not for a century afterward), the pe’e manuiri presents an alternative to what Taylor has 
called the “scenario of discovery”—the iterable and formulaic social drama of encoun-
ter and possession “replayed time and time again . . . as part of the discovery project, 
as it would also be replayed in the innumerable accounts and representations of the 
events”76—that helped structure the cultural mythologies central to European empire-
building. In generic terms, as a performance that incorporates Cook and the British 
into Mangaian histories and cosmologies on the Islanders’ own terms, The Visitor’s Song 
provides a subversive counterpart to the scenarios operating in the plays inspired by 
Cook’s voyages that were being performed on the European stage at the same time. 
The most celebrated of these, the pantomime Omai, or a Trip Round the World, which 
premiered in London in 1785, also features the character of Mai (who during his time 
in England was fêted as a noble savage par excellence), reinventing him as hero and 
lover of “Londina,” and concluding with a paean to Cook, praising the global reach 
of his voyages, his civilizing humanism, and his status as a martyr-hero.77 
Despite gill’s obvious interest in, and meticulous descriptions of, Mangaian my-
thology and folklore, his attitude remained inflected by a missionary bias, citing the 
“inherent idolatrous tendency”78 of the kapa performances as a key reason for their 
disestablishment by the 1870s. Anthropologist Peter Buck addresses the outcome of this 
approach, confirming that with the institutions of Christianity during the nineteenth 
century, “the old time amusements that had preserved so much of ancient myth and 
history were suppressed,” and the “dramatic songs [and] dances which accompanied 
the old time dramatic performances”79 were eventually abolished.
71 Ibid.
72 Cook, Journals, vol. 3.1, 79. 
73 gill, Historical Sketches, 183. 
74 Ibid., 185. 
75 Ibid.
76 Taylor, The Archive and the Repertoire, 63. 
77 John O’Keeffe, A Short Account of the New Pantomime Called Omai, or A Trip Round the World (Lon-
don, 1785).
78 gill, Historical Sketches, 182. 
79 Peter Buck (Te Rangi Hīroa), Mangaia and the Mission (Suva, Fiji: Institute for Pacific Studies, Uni-
versity of the South Pacific, and the B. P. Bishop Museum, 1993), 43. 
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Theatrical Representation of Our Shipwreck, Tongareva (Penrhyn Island) (1853)
Situated approximately 890 miles north of Mangaia, Tongareva (Penrhyn) is the 
northernmost and most isolated of the fifteen islands in the Cook Island group. Ow-
ing to the Islanders’ reputed ferocity, Tongareva was avoided by Europeans until the 
mid-nineteenth century.80 Theatrical Representation of Our Shipwreck was recorded by E. 
H. Lamont, an American trader from San Francisco whose accidental landing on the 
island was the subject of the drama. Lamont was aboard the clipper brig Chatham, on 
his way back to California, when it ran aground on Tongareva’s reef in January 1853. 
The Tongarevans overran the ailing vessel, plundering the coconuts in the hold and a 
range of other goods. Trying to prevent them, Lamont writes that “[s]eizing my sword, 
I rushed in [to the cabin], and they precipitately retreated, evidently much alarmed at 
the shining steel, and many even jumping overboard.”81 Nevertheless, Lamont and a 
few survivors, including one “Dr. R.,” were captured by the Islanders. The first long-
term Westerner on Tongareva, Lamont lived on the island for a year before being 
rescued, during which time he became heavily involved in internal politics, took three 
wives, and kept a detailed journal recording cultural customs—a report that Buck later 
described as “the best first-hand account of an atoll community.”82 
The “theatrical representation,” which Lamont specifically describes as such, took 
place several months into his sojourn on Tongareva. Thematically, the performance 
participates in the broader genre of shipwreck or castaway narratives, although its 
indigenous perspective both complements and contests the Western assumptions 
of mastery, ownership, and desire present in the bulk of these scenarios, operating 
in intriguing tension with/in Lamont’s own adventure narrative. Importantly, this 
particular performance event stood out for Lamont, in comparison to the other local 
performances and related cultural customs he had witnessed to date. Whereas Lamont 
evinced little interest in these other performance genres, describing them dismissively 
as “barbarous”83 and “ludicrous”84 “yelling and dancing,”85 the play—designed as a 
surprise for Lamont—was a novelty and evidently much more intelligible to him, as 
he attests: “As I had never heard of any such entertainment amongst the natives, I 
awaited the performance with much interest.”86 
Lamont provides a detailed record of the performance, which involved both male 
and female participants, characterization with dialogue and physical actions, narrative 
development, set, props, and costumes. The presentation was site-specific, taking place, 
Lamont recalls, at “the scene of our sad catastrophe,” in the southwest region of the 
island called Mangarongaro. The event must have been publicized in advance, because 
Lamont tells us that on the way to the site “we were joined by several groups,” who 
were “all talking about the ship.” Upon arrival, he notes a platform, augmented with 
pieces of the Chatham salvaged from the reef, “which I was informed was intended 
80 H. E. Maude, Of Islands and Men: Studies in Pacific History (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 
1968), 173. 
81 E. H. Lamont, Wild Life Among the Pacific Islanders (London, 1867), 109. 
82 Maude, Of Islands and Men, 173. 
83 Lamont, Wild Life, 109. 
84 Ibid., 316. 
85 Ibid., 180. 
86 Ibid., 317. 
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to represent our ship, the wreck of which was to be enacted in several scenes.”87 A 
dozen “actors”88 mounted the set to take the roles of the marooned sailors, “the tallest 
native,” Lamont reports, “undertaking the character of Dr. R.,” and “one of them 
having borrowed my sword to represent me.”89 The plot of the play covered, from the 
Tongarevans’ point of view, the foreign vessel’s stranding on the reef, the alerting of 
sleeping warriors by a local woman, the Islanders’ battle with the sailors onboard the 
Chatham, and their eventual pillaging of the ship’s provisions. The play then concluded 
with a short, comic chase scene between those returning with the ship’s goods and a 
number of boys on all fours acting the part of barking dogs. At the conclusion of the 
performance there was much laughter, and everyone sat down to a feast.
This premiere performance seems to have been developed for entertainment and to 
help structure a public response to a unique social event in a way that acknowledged 
Lamont as part of the community while recognizing his outsider status, consolidating 
local social cohesion in response to his ambivalent presence. A further performance 
that took place some time later appears to have exploited these dynamics for politi-
cal ends. According to Lamont, after a period of peace in Mangarongaro due to an 
alliance between the local Sararak tribe and the nearby Tepukans, the sudden arrival 
of the entire Tepukan fleet seeking food and supplies created a state of high tension. 
For a week, the Tepukans were treated with great hospitality to maintain inter-tribal 
relations, being feasted and entertained with kapa dances and other ceremonies and, 
significantly, “the more novel entertainment of the theatrical performance, ‘The new 
and amusing pantomime90 of the brig Chatham,’ to the infinite delight of a crowded 
and highly enthusiastic audience.”91
Whereas Lamont considers this entertainment “novel,” it is difficult for us to affirm 
whether this genre of performance was something that the Tongarevans staged on a 
regular basis with different themes, or what it might have had in common with other 
Polynesian comic dramas. We may perhaps never know, given the lack of written 
records of performances prior to Lamont’s arrival and his relatively brief stay on the 
island. Such knowledge is further obscured by the social upheavals that accompanied 
the arrival of missionaries in 1854 and Spanish slave-traders in 1862, who removed all 
but ninety-eight elderly and infants to slavery in Peru and soon afterward outnumbered 
the depopulated remnants with 111 gilbert Islanders, themselves displaced ex-Peru 
slaves. Today, both language and appearance still show distinct traces of Micronesian 
inheritance as a result of this cultural miscegenation,92 with a concomitant impact on 
cultural traditions. 
Reading Past and Present: New Interculturalisms?
So far, this essay has been concerned with identifying and analyzing documented 
performance events that add weight to the argument for various formal dramatic 
87 Ibid. 
88 Ibid., 318. 
89 Ibid., 317.
90 Lamont is using “pantomime” here in a different sense from that of the eighteenth-century British 
explorers, referring broadly to the genre’s mid-nineteenth-century manifestations (probably in terms 
of a low comedy incorporating physical business and spectacle). 
91 Lamont, Wild Life, 322.
92 Dick Scott, Years of the Pooh-Bah: A Cook Islands History (Rarotonga: Cook Islands Trading Corp., 
1991), 31, 33. 
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structures in the pre-colonial repertoire. These historical traces have inherent interest 
as evidence of the richness of, and hermeneutic challenges presented by, the region’s 
theatre histories, and function as exemplars for the ways that embodied performance 
and written documentation operated mutually to register and lend meaning to the 
complex cross-cultural encounters between foreign visitor and Pacific Islander. But what 
is the contemporary utility of such an acknowledgment? What potential has this kind 
of research, and the knowledge it generates, for performance praxis in Oceania today? 
Principally, such examples offer indigenous antecedents (albeit indirectly) for more 
recent Pacific Island theatre. Consequently, we might argue that while contemporary 
Pacific Island theatre is a distinctive intercultural form and certainly arises from a 
unique set of sociopolitical circumstances and aesthetic impulses (including colonial 
intercession), we could understand this work as implicitly referencing, and resonating 
with, a tradition tied more directly to indigenous cultural histories. This claim to an 
indigenous “dramatic tradition” presents a provocative challenge not only to exclu-
sionary assumptions and practices of Pacific theatre historiography, but to dominant 
notions and processes of intercultural theatre, which typically posit a model privileging 
a Western theatrical framework onto which non-Western forms are grafted. 
There is, moreover, the possibility that research of this sort might produce useful 
resources for contemporary practitioners. Indeed, certain postcolonial Pacific scholar-
artists have actively researched written historical records in conjunction with other 
indigenous methodologies to retrieve a broad range of submerged or fragmented past 
practices for redeployment within existing theatrical frameworks, or in service of new 
theatrical explorations. Vilsoni Hereniko, a Rotuman playwright and filmmaker based 
in Hawai‘i, has combined academic research, indigenous ethnographies, and creative 
practice in his work on “indigenous Pacific theatre”—a term he uses deliberately in 
response to claims that no such theatre existed. Extending and developing his doctoral 
investigations into Polynesian clowning and forms of satiric comedy,93 Hereniko’s plays 
are representative of a specific style of regional theatre that draws upon techniques 
from a variety of Pacific repertoires, both historical and contemporary. Whereas these 
techniques are often placed in politically subversive combination with different styles of 
Western stagecraft, Hereniko’s pan-Pacific approach foregrounds intercultural interac-
tions among different Pacific Island cultures, displacing the non-Western/Western dyad 
of conventional intercultural paradigms. In a similar fashion, the Oceania Centre for 
Arts, Culture, and Pacific Studies at the University of the South Pacific in Fiji, initiated 
by the late Tongan scholar Epeli Hau‘ofa, is also an artistic laboratory where “new forms 
that fuse past and present are being created,” thus opening up “the possibility that a 
unique Pacific type of theater—one that draws heavily from the oral and performative 
traditions of the Pacific and not from western theater—might emerge in the future.”94 
Likewise, Te Ahukaramū Charles Royal has spearheaded important investigations into 
Māori pre-contact performing arts (te whare tapere) in Aotearoa New Zealand that have 
93 See Vilsoni Hereniko’s Ph.D. dissertation, “Polynesian Clowns and Satirical Comedies” (Univer-
sity of the South Pacific, 1990), especially chapter 3, pp. 64–149, which presents a compilation of an 
extensive range of written historical commentaries to help make a case for the presence and nature of 
ritual and secular clowning across Polynesia, and forms a supplement to his other research approaches.
94 Vilsoni Hereniko, “David and goliath: A Response to ‘The Oceanic Imaginary,’” The Contemporary 
Pacific 13, no. 1 (2001): 165–66. 
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given rise to the Ōrotokare organization, dedicated to “researching those [traditional] 
forms, evolving them and giving expression to them in newly created performances . . . 
either by performing them on their own [or] through encounter with performing arts 
and expressions from other traditions.”95 Members of the organization are engaged in 
a variety of research activities, including collating fragments of written and pictorial 
historical information from libraries and museums, extrapolating knowledge encapsu-
lated in mythic sources and oral histories, and reconstructing and reinventing artifacts, 
with the aim of fusing te whare tapere with contemporary contexts and technologies 
to stage avant-garde interventions into Māori theatre. 
These projects acknowledge the partial, mediated, and speculative nature of historical 
evidence, and the inevitable processes of (re)interpretation and translation involved in 
historical reconstruction. Accordingly, the aim in these cases is often not strict replication, 
but a revival, reworking, and reinvention of indigenous knowledge in new contexts 
that destabilizes and surpasses colonialism’s aesthetic frames and legacies of erasure. 
As a result, historical excavation and analysis of the kind presented in this essay—es-
pecially examples that suggest actual dramatic frameworks and production enterprises, 
in addition to discrete forms and events—might serve as a valuable supplement to 
existing research and experimental practice. Such findings might prompt us to rethink 
claims about the provenance of “intercultural” forms, while contributing material that 
might infuse and invigorate current repertoires, stimulating not only work that blends 
Pacific and Western performance, but new intercultural configurations that explore the 
complex interactions and reciprocities between past and present cultures of Oceania.
95 Te Ahukaramū Charles Royal, “Ōrotokare: Towards a New Model for Indigenous Theatre and 
Performing Arts,” in Performing Aotearoa: New Zealand Theatre and Drama in an Age of Transition, ed. 
Marc Maufort and David O’Donnell (Brussels: Peter Lang, 2007), 203. Royal’s Ph.D. dissertation “Te 
Whare Tapere” (Victoria University of Wellington, 1998) presents an innovative methodology that 
blends indigenous modes of investigation with more conventional Western scholarly approaches. Royal 
draws upon primary archival evidence provided by European commentators from the eighteenth to 
the twentieth centuries, as well as researchers’ analyses of the same (149–71), together with information 
taken from Māori manuscripts, myths and stories, other performance genres like waiata (song), and 
physical relics. He puts these sources in conversation with Māori philosophies, cultural practices, and 
practical experimentation. See also “Ōrotokare—Art, Story, Motion: Towards Indigenous Theatre and 
Performing Arts,” available at http://www.orotokare.org.nz. 
